ART AND LITERATURE
may be traced the habit of turning things upside down which was
followed by a great company of the younger men at the beginning
of the new century, all with the laudable ambition of awakening the
sleepers by challenging and inverting their cherished* opinions. In
the next few years we see Shaw, G. K. Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc
vieing with one another in the use of this method, Shaw turning it
011 to the accepted orthodoxies in religion and morals, Chesterton to
the accepted orthodoxies of Victorian science, Belloc to the traditional
versions of English history. Another brilliant writer, H. G. Wells,
pursued his own path of romantic social philosopher and story-teller,
but also contributed powerfully to the general challenge.
The ferment of the times can be traced in the works of these writers
and between them they established a ringing debate about first things
and last, one side seeking to demolish superstition and prejudice,
the other to depose reason from her throne and reinstate dogma and
mysticism. In these encounters the art of paradox was brought to a
perfection unknown in previous times, and the verbal skill and virtuo-
sity with which the disputants cornered one another and dazzled their
readers were greatly admired. The general effect upon thought and
letters is less easily determined. At times the search for truth, con-
scientiously, if lumberingly, pursued by the Victorians, seemed to
play but a secondary part in the displays of wit, skill and sophistry
in which their successors excelled. In die subsequent years writing
was never more clever or thought more at sea, and the coining of war
deepened the confusion^ Youthful neology in cap and gown had been
common enough in the previous century, but it had confined its
scepticism to religious dogma ; now it ranged over the whole field of
conduct and morals.
4
Science in the meantime was pursuing its own course, and through
the new physics bringing confusion to all the disputants. At the end
of the period a new scientific mysticism seemed to be coining in sight,
and bringing with it theories of the universe which were equally
disturbing to religious orthodoxy and to the scientific rationalism of
the previous generation. Between all these tendencies and cross-
currents of opinion and thought, which were to be greatly accentu-
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